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Int roduc tlon 

A Black Camily liLcraLurc prior to uho dftcade of th« alxCics hardly 
existed. in fact the major work of Black , fnmliics prior to this period and 
up to the first half of. ic was Frazier's book, Thcjagro^imil^^in^ 
Un ited States , 1939. This has most often been the work cited in the treatment 
of Black families in family sociology literature, especially, in support of 
the thesis that the Black family is deteriorating, a monolithic view. Thus, 
Che most often cited portion of FraEier's work has been Chat of the matriarchal 
structure. But it is important to note that family sociologists have em- 
phasized this to a much greater extent than Frazicr did. It is correct to 
say that Che matriarchy (both from standpoint of female-headed household and 
£eniale/''°"'"harbeen overemphasized, while there has been a do-emphasis of 
intact families, the most prevalent type. 

Moreover, most of the social science research on the Black family has 
not been studies of marriage and family among Blacks. Instead, the focus 
has included such units of analysis as race relations, social prpblems, social 
disorganization, poverty, ecc. In ocher words, the Black family lenerally 
has been studied as an Independent variable rather than as a dependent 
variable. Such is appropriate in these contexts, but it is inappropriate 
to use the findings from these studies as evidence of marriage and family 

among Black people. 

Furthermore, most studies on Black families have utilized sources of 
pathological data, i.e. social case work records, court and psychiatric 
records, and typically low-income, non-working Black popuiations, surviving 
under extrnordinary conditions of poverty deprivation , and oppression. 
Therefore, it is no surprise that the mowt common image of the Bliick family 
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is pathology or weakness. But ovon living under such extreme: pathological 
conditions, mnny aro survivlnB. Hp.uco it nppcnrs thnt these Eamilies hnvc 

« 

developed Gxtrnordlnary rGslllency--t:hnC they hnvr survived ac all is re- 
markable* This face alone is evidGncc of fortitudG. 

Trends and Chnnsc^s tTo^ ^_60'_s_tp_2Qll. 

The sixties represent the beginning of a new development: in faniily 
literature, an accelerated interest in uhe study of Black faTnilies, a trend 
which continued in the seventies. This interest has transcended ^the bound- . .^^^^^^ 
aries of family sociology and has become of interest to the public in general 
and to Blacks in particular. Much of Black family theory and research has 
grovm out of contrDversy, especially that which was motivated by what is 
'commonly called the '^Moyhihan Report (1965). Moreover, some of this theory 
and research may be characteriged as transcending the boundary of family 
pathology or disorganization, which has been so fimly established in the 
social sciences, particularly in family sociology. In fact* Black family 
was almost synonymous with pathology, disorganization, deviance, etc. So 
Moyhihan made public what was already quite explicit in the halls of academia. 

During this new development in Black family literature, the Black 
family has attained a legitimate, but oeparate place in sociology of the 
family. Even with the increasing number of studies, few of them are reflected 
in marriage and family or family textbooks. TeKtbooks published since the 
heightened interest In the study of Black families may ^be summarised as 
follows: (1) continued emphasiB of the matriarchal family, (2) reflections 
of new knowledge, treated separate or integrated throughout. Most of the 
textbooks published in the sevcncios seem to reflect the former, with fewer 
reflecting the latter. MorGOver, for those textbook reflecting the latter, 
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the Black family is most ol'tcn treated as a separate section or copic rather 
than ns an intenrated part. 

First, we shall review selected wrks of Black families which tend to 
show the trends and changes from the sixties through the seventies. Secondly, 
att;ention shall be given to issues and methodology which seem to be most 
charactGristlc of the seventies. Finally, the Black family literature wi] 1 
be ari'-sessed on the basis of its implications for Black family theory and 
research. 

As one 'reviews the Black family litGrature o£ the sixties^ there 
em^erges the beginning of a trend never before detected, a more positive 
image o£ Black families. This^ trend is only in itsembryonic stage "of 
development, since much of the literature is still dominated by a more 
negative image. Thus, two major images prevail, the first of which is 
characteriEed ^as negativei lower-class^ macriarchal, pathological or weak. 
The second image which is more positive views the Black family as a strong 
and resilient system. 

Functional analysis has been the doniinant theoretical framework 
utilized in analyzing the Black family* Hence, the focus has been that of 
structural forms, and the form which has received most attention in tradi^ 
tional family literature is the matriarchy. This structure probably was 
first noted by Frazier (1939), after which, it became a common characteriza- 
tion of Black families. Even though the matriarchy was just one of the 
family structures observed by Frazier, his predecessors have used it inces-= 
santly when describing the Black family. Hence, the Black family image as 
protrayed in the social sciences was monolithic. 

The monolithic view of Black families, the m/itrJarch, is cancodved 
as a deviant family structure. One of the underlying nssumptionB is that 



such a structure can not prnvida the nnccBsary functionK for its maintennnco. 
This assumption is largely hnscd on tho fact that the nuclcnr family, and 
more specifically the white middle class nuclear family Is the normative 
family structure in our society. Notwithstanding this aaaumption, it may be 
argued that the f Gmalc-^headed family (commonly called matriarcli) is an 
adaptation to the larger society— to conditions of racism and oppression 
which give rise to this family structure. Furthci^more , it is argued that 
the female-^headed hc3USGhold is more functional than dysfunctional; it has 

helped to solidify the family against breakdown or dissolution * It 
is largely the female who keeps tha family intact even when the marriage 
dissolves. 

Additionally, Ira Rciss^s universal definition of the family provides 
a conceptual framework for understanding the functional importance of the 
female-^headed family. The definition follows: "The family institution is 
a small kinship structured group with the key function of nurturant sociali^a 
tlon of the new born'^ (c.f. in J. Ishelman, 1969, p. 48). This definition 
specifies one function which can be achieved by any kinship group. Therefore, 
since mother and child are a kinship group, the assumption is that the 
female-headed family is as capable as the nuclear family in achieving 
nurturant socialization. This assumption seems especially correct in light 
of the fact that, evem in. the nuclear family, the mother is the main source 
of nurturant socialisation* 

Probably the most widely known study in the sixties to apply func-- 
tional analysis is the "Moyhihan Report" (1965) ^ Moyhihan uses divorce, 
separation, and desertion as indicators of family breakdown—resulting in 
more female-headed families. He, like most social scientists, analyzing 
family stability or family breakdown, equates family stability with marital 
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stability. Marital instability may load to family instability. Conceivable , 

a stable family unit can exist in spite of tnarltal dissolution. In fact, 
I would suggest that this is most often the ansa in Black fumllics experi- 
encing marital dissolution. To assume, on the basis of Cunctional analysis 
th^t the Black family is deteriorating because of the incrensirfg number of 
female-haaded families is unfoundsad without some knowledga of the dynamics 
which transcend the structure. And in fact as pointed out by HerEOE (1966) 
there has been no substantial change in Black family structure during the 
past two decades. Then there are no grounds for claiming that a new pathology 
has emerged creating a degenerate process within the family as well as with= 

in the Black community. 

Even though functional analysis has generally yielded a negative 
image of Black families, this is not inevitable. Evidence of this is found 
in Billingsley. Bin.k Families in White Ameri ca, 1968. This theoretical 
work, like Moyhihan's study, is an example of macro-analysis of the Black 
family. Through a functional approach, by analyzing the family as a social 
system, BiUingsley derived three categories of families, of which twel;ve 
structures were specified. He also specifies three family functions. Sup- 
port for all of three family types and functions have bean supported by 
William and Stockton (1973). Billingslay ' s work is the first major attempt 
on the part of a social scientist to develop a theoretical orientation which 
emphasizes a range of variability among Black families. This works portrays 
the family as a strong and resilient institution, one which has managed to 
survive under conditionB of racism and oppression. 

Even though Staples (1970) criticizes BiUingsley for his structural 
approach, for not pone i rat ing the Interior of Black familJos, the theory 
is quite amenable to doing so for one pursuing empirical research. 
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The Blood and Wolfet study (1960), which predates the "Moyhihan 
Reports*- employes a inore dynamic approach to studylnc the family. The 
main purpose of the study was to find out whnt factors determine how hus-- 
bands and wives interact and what effects did varying Interaction patterns 
have on the spouses and the family as a unit* Soine of the findings were 
that Black marriages when compared to whites were females-dominant^ less 
satlsf ac tory J encountered more stresses, and were less companionable* The 
most frequently cited finding from this study relative to Black families is 
f emale^dominance * Even though the study has been criticized me thodologically s 

i 

social scientistsseem to consider this finding definitive. 

Further, the Blood and 'Wolfe study was a comparison of Black and 

Wiite female. This studyjas most comparative studies jSeems to establish 

the white family as the norm and any aberration of Black families from this 

basically 

norm cast them in a negative light. Thus, / the study pointed out ways 
in which Black families differed from white families, 

A study by Rainwater (1966) is an analysis of the dynamic processes 
which take place within lowers-class Black families. It is an attempt to 
provide an indepth analysis of the family role in the "tangle of pathology." 
This is supported by the fact that he attributes Black family disorganiza- 
tion to enslavctnent and racist oppressions but at the same time he views 
Black family life itself as a major factor in sustaining and perpetuating 
the oppressive conditions under which Black Americans are forced to live 
(Rainwater, 1966) , 

Furthermore, Rainwater views Black family life and racial oppression 
as operating intcrdGpendGntly in producing a sequential development of 
family stages in thu Afro-American slum community » These soquential stages 
are seen as having negative consequences for the members of families who 
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expertencc them (linlnwator, 1966). 

Rainwa..r, as social scientists In studying U»iU=s, Is 

,1UV of .leaU-cUss Mas. TMs Is evidence In Us view ol t.e sequential 
stages or laMly fot»s as unhealthy or destructive to human potential. A 
^.e reaustlc view Is that these are adaptations lor survival under con- 
ditions cl racist oppression. But when cploylne, a white middle class norm 
as a frame of reference. Rainwater's view is inevitable. 

Another critical Polnt relates to the ».thodoloalcal technique used 
in eollectm. the data. Participant ohservatlon and opened ended Interviews 

used. These are techniques. *lch are most vulnerable to the researcher's 
suWeetlve hies. Such bias is even more suspect of a white sociologist 
WHO characterl.es BUc. lower class families as pathological or dlsor.snUed. 

Another worh, Bernard. Manlase^dJ^SSii^^ ""^^ 
tH-e first major wor. published on Blac. families, following the "Mo,hlhan 
aeport." This stud, does not focus on anv particular theoretical approach, 
tut is an attempt to amass available Information in presentinas a more 
general and positive view of Blae. families. From the be.innln. Bernard 
avelds the usage of conceptssucb as disorganization, anomle, and alienation. 
But She too is a victim of middle class bias. She analy.es the family, 
using a subculture framework. Two cultural strands arc delineated for 
understanding BlaC: family life. These two cultural strands refer to the 
.agree to which the Individual has Internalized the moral nor„s of Western 
society as these e.lst within the United States. One strand is the "accul- 
turated." which Implies that the norms have become an Intrinlc part of the 
personality. It Is often considered the "re.spectable strand, The other 
strand is known as tho GKLCLiuiiij^ i 
■ supertlclaUy adhered and not a matter of Internal conviction. It is 
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tt^^c,^^^ "inw life " and the "nonrespect cible" 
variously refftrred to as the masses, low iiic, 

strand (Bernard, 1966). 

This conceptual nnalysis is a limited view of Black family lifo. In 
fact it is another ex.mpla of analy.ins Black families In relation to ex- 
ternal social forces without giving consideration to the internal fores 
which are most critical in understanding the unique patterns of Blnck family 
life. Thus, the unit of analysis is acculturation rather than Black families. 

On the basis of Black family litcracure of the sixties, there is 
little evidence of any improvements in Black family theory and research. 
The relics still exist. Billinssley ' s work is the best example of an im= 
provement in the theory and research of Black families. He recognises the 
famly as a system of diversity and complexity which may be viewed as 
adaptations to and reflections of the wider society. 

Ttrthnrlnlnrv ""^ Ta^npa of the 1970' S 

The seventies are more characteristic of improvements _ in Black family 
theory and research than the sixties. The Black families literature of 
this period represents greater efforts of social scientists to study the 
dynamics of Black family life. Moreover, the results seem to suggest 
greater efforts in analysing family strengths rather than weaknesses. 

The Black family literature to be reviewed here deal with three main 
issues: functional family strengths, family relations, and cooperative 
domestic exchange. A study which represents functional family strengths is 
Hill's work. TM^Jtrengt]^^ "71. This is an analysis of 

Black family strengths which have been functional for their survival. - 
devolopn,ont. and stability. The strengths are a. follows: strong kinship 

1 -.'^nt-.f- inn 'idmtnbil^ty of family roles, strong achieve- 
bonds, strong work orientiition , aciapLnoij -uj. 

ment.qrientntion, and strong religious orientation. A systematic 
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assessment was mdQ of clic functioning pattGrns of diffcrGnt foniily struct- 
tures. This prccliided any prejudgGmGnt as to their adequacy (Hill, 1971), 
Because of strung kinship bonds, Black families have absorped both 
minors and the elderly. Otherwise, most of these individualsmight end up in 
foster homes or resst homes. This practice has been especially critical 
for minors in that Black children are much less easy to be adopted than 
white children* 

The strong work orientation has been very functional for the survival 
and stability , of the family. In the niajority of Black families wives 
work in order to supplement the family's income. But in an overx^helming 
majority of Black families ^ regardless of their socioeconomic status , the 
husband assumes the primary responsibility of breadwinner (Hill, 1971)* 

In assessing the adaptability of roles Hill points to sources of 
Btrength in two parent families and in one-parent families. The flexibility 
of roles helps in maintaining a stable family even when the marriage breaks 
down. 

Achievement orientation exists among both low^income families and 
hlgh^lncome families. The fact that the majority of college educated 
Blacks come from low-income family helps to attest to L A study by 

Hindelang (1970) showed that Black parents had higher educational aspirations 
for their children than whites (Hill, 1971), 

The fact that Black parents tend to have high educational aspira- 
tions for their children is often viewed as unrealistic. If high aspirations 
for children are unrealistic, it is mainly because the means for educational 
goal attainment have not been, for Blacks, a true representation of tlie 
"American Dream. " 
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Probably, thta mor>t comprahonslvc study of tha Blnck fnmlly published 
In the seventies (up co this puinc) is. Th^JJliiU^^iJaili-i^^^ 
by John Scanzoni (1971). The major objeccive of tha study was to eKamine 
Frazier's premise that "there was an Inextricable link between ccanomic 
resources and Black family structure" (Tbid • . ^^i^^ ' 0" ^he bnsi« of this 
premise the author examines patterns of, family structure and interaction 
among the majority of the Black population in America, hichercn overlooked. 
This population is composed of intact fnuiilles. 

The study is based on a kind of qunsi-three generational model which 
includes the following: (1) a dlscteption and analysis of the relationships 
which husbands and wives experienced with their parenus and other adults 
while they were adolescents. (2) an examination of linkases between back- 
ground experiences and the current social and economic positions of husbands 
and wives. Concomitantly, in the context of their socioeconomic status, 
a rather detail examination is made of processes of husband^wife interaction, 
and (.3) an examination of ways in which the parents are socializing their 

children to participate in the opportunity structure of our society 

(Scanzoni , 1971) , 

Structural background factors such as an urban experience, economic 
and status advantages provided (usually) through a father or £ather=substitutc, 
who is a steady provider, and factors associated with status, i.e., religious 
involvement and household composiLion combine to furm n kind of "syndrome 
of advantage" for couples in maintaining an ongoing family unit. These 
factors have an impact on the level of rewards that the family of procreation 
is able to provide for its offspringH (parental functionality). Furthermore, 
parental functionality as a reward stimulates identification as a reword to 
parents, a process which takes place wiuhln the complexities of reciprocal 

12 



-XI- 

interactton between parent ond children. 

In analyzing husband-wife relations the basis proposition was that 
husband-wife relations are inextricably linked to the fnmily's position in 
the economic-opportunity structure. Thus, many similarities were found with 
wh^t is known about white families located at comparable status levels. As 
stated by Scanzoni, "the clear, "drift" or trend within Black family struc- 
ture is toward convergence with family patterns existing in the dominant 
society" ( Ibid ., p. 264). Even though soma differences between Black and 
white families were observed, they were much less than the similarities. 

The data concerning parent-child relations generally show that parents 
hold high aspirations and expettations for children attainments. Further- 
more, these parents use means common to the dominant society. These children 
are likely co exceed their parents socially and economically, yet, there 
are no strong indlcncions of closing tha gap between Blacks and whites who 
are above the underc?ass. 

Scanzoni's study 'provides broad insights into Black family life 
above the underclass. The study represents an effort to identity positive 
aspects of family life. And just as important as this is the fact that the 
study suggests system-blame rather than victim-blame for those ways in 
Which Black families diverge from white families. Moreover , this research 
is an analysis of Black families rather than a comparative study of Black 
and white families, an approach which is more amenable to positive results. 

A study, Marital and Family Relat ions of Black Women by Essie lUitledge, 
1974 shows that Black married women are satisfied with their marriages, that 
no serious marltai stresses are encountered, and that thoir marriaoes seem 
quite suable. Furthaniiore , these women feel quito adequate as pnrantfl and 
they hifihly value child, roarinB soals prevnlnnt; In the dominant society. 
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Overall, the research shows that the respondents j according to their per- 
ceptions, are members of families that possess substantially more strengths 
than weaknesses. 

Studies by both Scanzoni (1971) and Rutlodge have focused on family 



Investigates family life of families in poverty , most of who receive 
public assistance* Stack conducted a rather intensive field study of these 
faratlies* The unit of analysis was the domestic network. The domestic 
network is a kinship structure which is composed of a core of kinsmen and/or 
close friends who cooperate on a daily basis; they either live near each 
other or co--reside , Authority over the household is held by the eldest 
person who is often a woman. More important than authority Is maximizing 
relationships in the domestic network—helps to account for the family 
life of the urban poor more adequately than concepts of nuclear or matrifocal 
family* This is especially true in light of their limited economic resources* 
ThuSj when such resources are greatly limited j people need help from as 
many people as possible. This requires expandini the kinship network. 



prejudgements based on stereotypes. Otherwise, she could have ended up 
reinfurcing such stetotypes as '*ma triarchy" and family pathology or dls^ 
organization. This study suggests new knowledge about family life of urban 
poor Black families. Moreover , it suggest some hypothesis that could be 
tested by a more systematic research design. 

Jmplications for Theory and Research 

After reviewing Hlnck family literature, cerLain considerationn re- 
garding theory and ruBcarch seem npp rapriaLc in order to pro vide a more 
realistic understanding of Black fnmLly life* Ilonce, the following are 



ab9ve, what Scanzoni refers as, underclass. 




study by Carol Stack (1972) 



Stack has made an effort to study urban poor Black families without 
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suggested implications: 

1, More considGrations of various family struGturcs and f unctlons-''-avoid 
imputing \^hite middle class family norms to Blacks as if they are 
**sacred'*. This givas recognicion to the fact that Blacks may of neces- 

' J slty adopt family structures and functions which enable them to survive 

in a racist opprcassive society—a parellel which is non-eKistent in the 

a 

dominant society. This suggests /subcultural focus, 

2, Morex;a©nsideration of the impact of the economic system on the family. 
Since economic rewards are outside of family control, but yet, effects 
the family system, it needs to be seriously considered--^a focus on 
system«"blame rather that yictim--^blame since the latter is already 

"replete in the theory and research of the Black family, 

3, Greater focus on the functions of primary family relations. Since 
economic rewards are more difficult for Blacks to receive than for 
whites to receive, it may be that the expressive gratifications received 
in the family arc important sources of family strengths, 

4, More consideration to investigating the dynamics of Black family, which 
tells more about the realities of family life than a structural analysis, 

5, Study Black families on their o\m merit rather than comparing them 
with white families. The most comparative studies yield is differences 
between Blacks and whltes--this is expected given differences of 

eocial and economic equalities. Hence, if the purpose of research 
on Black families is to understand family life, let us study Black 
families* 

Sunmiar y 

This paper has been nn attampt to review Black family literatura from 
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the I960' s to the present. The purpose was" to show trends and changes during 
this period and to point out some of its implications* In sum, the Black 
.family literature of the sixties basically followed the trends of the tradi- 
tional views held regarding Black families i.e., disorganisation, pathology, 
matriarchy, etc. There wore only a few exceptions to this view. The 
greatest breakthrough came with the advent of Billingsley ' s book. Black 
Families in \^lte America , 1968. The seventies have been the most prolific 
period of Black family literature which transcends the pathology model. 
The research has provided greater knowledge about Black family life. More- 
over, it suggests some useful insights for conducting more valid research. 
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